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Mr. Bradley, General Vaught, Sergeant Major Dixon, SgtMaj Harrell, Ladies, and Gentlemen[ ] Fellow Veterans, Good Evening.  
First, I want to thank Cheryl Sponholtz and Rhonda Trent for sponsoring me to speak tonight.   I know that the name of your organization is Federally Employed Women, but from the energy in this room, I suspect it should have been Federally Empowered Women.   I am honored to share one evening with you.

I will forewarn you that although, all of the Services are represented here tonight, I will be focusing on the Maritime trades.  I certainly believe there is a common bond among all Sailors, Airmen, Soldiers, Marines and Coastguardsmen.  My father, a retired Air Force Master Sergeant, taught me that when I was a midshipman. Someone asked him if he was disappointed that his daughter went into the Navy instead of the Air Force.  “Nope,” he said, “It’s just a different shade of blue.”  Regardless of the color of our uniforms, it is a love of country and constitution that calls us to serve.  For the next few minutes I’ll focus on the how the Naval support of the constitution is enacted around the globe. 
In 1996 I was on a Mediterranean deployment as the Executive Officer or the number two in command on USS TORTUGA, an amphibious ship.  The deployment was unique in several ways.  There were four ships in the Amphibious Readiness Group.  Tortuga was the only ship that was “mixed-gender.”  The combat exclusion law had been repealed in December 1993, and the Navy was in the early stages of integrating combatants.  I was the first woman assigned to a combatant as XO.  Approximately 10 percent of the crew was female.
Let me premise that the two sea stories I’ll relay from that deployment are a microcosm of the issues that women deal in the process on integrating at new levels into male-dominated professions.  

In 1996 the Russian Fleet was conducting their 300th anniversary of their Navy.  .  Their pride, the carrier Konetskov, was cruising the Med, escorted by several soviet class destroyers.  
It is a tradition amongst friendly nations to exchange officers and enlisted for a day or two to strengthen the bonds between governments.  This tradition of “passing” personnel between ships or PASSEX is well-known and the opportunity to visit another countries vessel is highly sought amongst the crews.
Back then our relationship with Russia was in the early stages of engagement.   The timing seemed right, and we were told to conduct a PASSEX.  TORTUGA was pulled off station from the Baltic and sprinted towards the bay of Tunisia to exchange personnel and pleasantries with the Russian fleet.

The senior officer who would travel to KONETSKOV was our operations officer, a former enlisted, who had plenty of experience in coalition operations.   The CO and I were going to stay onboard TORTUGA to greet and escort the Russian visitors. 

It wasn’t until the helicopters landed on TORTUGA’s deck and discharged our guests that the thought went through my mind, “Hmmm, I wonder if anyone mentioned to the Russians that we were a mixed-gender ship”


I got my answer at the end of the PASSEX when I received the Operations Officer version of events.  Onboard the Konetznov, he and the rest of our team were treated with traditional Russian courtesy.  They were taken on a quick tour of the carrier, and quickly moved to the wardroom where they were plied with food and vodka (for toasting of course).

After several toasts, one of the Senior Russian Officers pulled our OPSO aside.  OPS was convinced he was about to be asked State Secrets.  Looking around to make sure they were alone, the Soviet Sailor queried, “So—What do the women really do?”

And now for an aside:  Skepticism—how often in any of our occupations as women has our appearance been met with doubt?   The Russian Officer’s question gets to the heart of the point of a major issue—acceptance on face value.  I have often said that women in non-traditional roles do not have the luxury of being average.  
Now onboard USS TORTUGA, we hosted approximately 30 Russian Officers—broken into two groups.  The Captain lead one group and I lead the other.  The Russians provided the translators.  The senior Russian Officer in my group was a major, equivalent in rank to me at the time.  As we walked around the ship, and demonstrated our equipment, the translator kept peppering with questions from the Major, the gist was whether I was truly the XO or number two officer onboard.
After a couple of hours we took a break, and the translator approached me again with questions.  I thought about it and indicated that I would like to take the Major up to my cabin for a tour of the ship’s accommodations. The translator passed the offer. The Major assented.   Dah.
If inside the beltway and in corporate America, space denotes placement in the hierarchy, it is far truer on a ship.  The Captain has the most spacious work and rest areas, and the XO has the next best.

I and the Major walked into my cabin.  He suddenly burst into English.  “REALLY BIG ROOM---You are XO!”   After that we chatted about our work and our families.  The Major made sure that I understood that we were the same rank.  Point two—acceptance—at some point you are accepted into the organization.  Hopefully it’s more than the fact that you have the corner office---it should be the fact that you are as competent as your counterparts. I believe the U.S. Navy has moved to that threshold quickly.   In fact far more quickly than I could have imagined.
 That deployment was 11 years ago—where are we today?  Women Sailors represent approximately 15 percent of the Navy (around 50, 000 women).  We have almost an equal amount of women civilians who work for the Department of the Navy.  By comparison, the Army has around 150,000 women active and reserve.   Sometimes I forget the clout of those numbers.   When you talk about 50,000 women serving at all levels in an organization that makes an impression not just within the Federal Government but with our allies as well.  The British Navy from which most of the Maritime services of the world derive some heritage is just under 38,000 personnel, and that number includes the Royal Marines.

I’ll leave you with two illustrations of how gender focus has shifted since the repeal of the combat exclusion law.   The first is in the opening days of OEF.  The original salvos into Afghanistan were from Naval combatants.   At some point in the early press conference, someone asked how many women were at sea, in command or associated with the Marine forces.  God Bless my Navy—No one at the press conference had a clue.   What a great moment.  We had to get back to the press with the answer.  

In seven short years, the integration of women into strike groups was so intrinsic, women CO of ships (whether amphibs or destroyers) was common enough, that no one thought to count the presence of women.  OF COURSE, Of course they were there. Up and down the chain of command.   We had reached the point that women were expected to be in the team, or organization.  The notion of tracking their representation had fallen away. 
The second illustration is as the world has changed, the Navy has moved more into the littorals.   We have steadily provided Sailors to the ground fight as long as they have the skill sets required.   Currently we have over 13,000 Sailors serving ashore in CENTCOM’s theater.   To put that in perspective, we average 10,000 Sailors at sea in the same theater in any given month.
In 2003, the Navy was asked to provide an officer to lead a Provincial Reconstruction Team in Afghanistan.   We searched the roles looking for someone who exhibited the greatest characteristics of leadership.  Whoever would be chosen would be representing the Navy in a difficult and challenging environment and their performance would determine whether we continued to nominate officers to lead PRTs.   We forwarded Commander Kim Evans as our nominee.  

As it turns out, she was the first woman (regardless of Service) to lead a Provincial Reconstruction Team.   She was superb as the commander of a combined group of Army, Air force, Navy, civilian, and Afghani personnel.  As a result, she was asked to stand up a second PRT in a more hostile area, before her tour was over.

Kim Evans in her year in Afghanistan did a remarkable job—so much so that the Navy currently leads six PRTs in Afghanistan. 
Where are we now?  We have shifted our approach.  As I said, it’s not about head count.  We recognize the value of diversity.  We must create an environment that encourages and enables all Sailors, Marines, and Civilians to reach their personal and professional potential.  Our goal is to be a diverse community that includes leaders from all walks of our Nation.

We have a few firsts to go---we’ve had a few woman Commodores, but this next year we’ll have our first women commanding officer of a Cruiser.   Eventually we’ll have our first woman CO of a carrier.  We have the opportunities.  And today we have the faith that the promise of diversity will be fulfilled.
Thank you and God Bless our Sailors, Marines, Soldiers, Airman, and Coastguardsmen.

